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On Oct. 4, President Sixto Duran Ballen presented a package of proposed constitutional reforms
to Congress, which has 100 days to either accept or reject the measures. Under the terms of a
referendum held Aug. 28, if Congress does not act within that period of time, the executive can
call another referendum and submit the proposed amendments directly to the voters. A second
referendum may well be necessary, since the legislature is controlled by opposition parties hostile to
Duran Ballen's administration, and the executive will fight an uphill battle to obtain approval for the
amendments.
The proposed constitutional reforms would fundamentally overhaul the 1979 Magna Carta. If the
reforms are approved, Ecuador will officially be designated "multicultural and multiethnic," in
recognition of the indigenous peoples who make up 30% of Ecuador's population. Other reforms
being proposed by the government would return the legislature to a bicameral body, allow public
officials to be reelected to consecutive terms, create a national human rights office, and reform
the judicial system. In addition, the package would eliminate all state monopolies, paving the
way for the privatization of "strategic" state sectors, including the telecommunications, oil, and
electricity industries. However, many union representatives, teachers, indigenous and women's
groups have complained that the reforms contain no input other than the government's. A citizens'
committee has prepared another package of constitutional amendments, which it is asking Congress
to consider along with the government's proposal.
Among other things, the citizens' committee charges that most of the executive's proposed
amendments are window dressing for the president's real intent, which is to pass legislation that
would allow the government to push its privatization program forward. "The only purpose of the
government proposal is to facilitate privatizations," charged Edgar Ponce, a union representative
who resigned from the commission set up by Duran Ballen to draft the reforms. "The government
only wants to guarantee the participation of big business in public life." In fact, the citizens'
committee is likely to find a sympathetic ear among influential legislators, since the Congress is
controlled by opposition parties that seem determined to block nearly every legislative initiative
submitted by President Duran Ballen.
Indeed, the legislature has become particularly hostile to the executive under the leadership of
Deputy Heinz Moeller of the Partido Social Cristiano (PSC), who is president of the assembly.
Moeller has so far placed the proposed constitutional amendments on the backburner, and has
instead been spearheading a congressional campaign to investigate charges of corruption and other
crimes against members of Duran Ballen's cabinet. Moreover, the bitterness between the legislature
and the executive is affecting many other bills, including Duran Ballen's 1995 budget proposal,
which his administration submitted to Congress for approval on Sept. 30.
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After receiving the budget bill, opposition deputies accused the administration of burying the
amount designated to service the foreign debt in the budget's fine print, and they sent it back to
the executive to be redone. Underlying the controversy over the budget is Ecuador's successful
renegotiation of its foreign debt earlier this year. When the debt was renegotiated with the
international lending institutions, Ecuador agreed to pay US$100 million before the end of 1994
and another US$250 million in early 1995. This commitment angered opposition legislators who
complained that, as a result, the amount paid to service the debt will increase by 82.2% in 1995, while
spending for social services and anti-poverty programs would in contrast only increase by 11%.
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